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tradition had been evolved for their employment, which per-
sisted and developed whatever the architectural fashions—
Gothic, Tudor, Renaissance, or Classical—of succeeding cen-
turies might be. In the special circumstances of England (its
long peace and order, its diffusion of prosperity and culture, and
a certain native bent of the people towards craftsmanship) this
yielded results of peculiar beauty. On the eve of railways, it
seems broadly true to suppose, any one viewing most of the
country might scarcely have found an ugly house in it. Plenty
were insanitary, dirty, overcrowded, or in gross disrepair; but
that is another matter.
These conditions the railways destroyed; for by enabling heavy
materials, for the first time,1 to be freely distributed at low cost
all over the land, they abolished the cheapness of local materials,
and substituted that of national ones. The cheapest walling was
found to be brick; the cheapest covering, a low-pitched roof of
North Wales slate; all towns, wherever situated, and (though
much more gradually) nearly all villages became invaded by this
unnatural combination. The fact that it broke all tradition and
was in itself ugly, could not avail against the law of cheapness.
It argues no special vice in the Victorians that they succumbed
to it; probably the men of any other age must equally have done
so. But that was not all. At the same time came cheap iron
(and then steel), cheap foreign softwoods, cheap cement, cheap
glass, and the possibility, through machinery, of cheapening
every kind of repetitive ornament Within a few decades the
whole basis of building structures was revolutionized. In a sense
the builder gained many new freedoms; he could attempt all
sorts of things which before were out of the question. Sudden
emancipations, like that, exhilarate those whom they befall But
they seldom produce beauty; almost inevitably, for the time, they
destroy it. For its craft formulas all have to be worked out afresh;
and as they have usually resulted in the past from the slow matur-
ing of a tradition, so a labour of time is needed for their re-
integration.
Thus is explained alike the Victorian ugliness and the Vic-
torian exhilaration—that self-complacent enthusiasm of the six-
ties and seventies—which their bad art renders preposterous,
yet which sprang from exactly the same source. What happened
1 Save for a few decades and to a limited extent by canals and rivers; which in
certain industrial districts had already begun the mischief.

